1 The research, undertaken at the National Archives of China and the Japanese National Archives, upon which this paper is based, was made possible by a generous grant from the Carl Fredrik Lyngby Foundation. concerning criminal cases for the reign of the Qianlong Emperor indicates that they contain a total of 4,947 cases. The documents are unsorted beyond year of decision, at times in poor and even fragmentary condition, yet they include a rich diversity of cases that did not necessarily result in the sentence of capital punishment for the convicted offenders. In this way, the cases differ from the sorts of crimes found taken up in routine memorials where the principal culprit almost invariably received the death sentence, even if his accomplices and those caught up in the net of the law, being regarded in some way as involved in the crime, may have received non-capital sentences. This paper will concern itself with the first twenty-nine years of the reign of the Qianlong Emperor, thus ending in 1764, and bases itself consequently on a selection of materials from nine hundred and seven cases. In fact, the majority of the cases that this paper deals with occurred during the 1750s. Furthermore, the cases for the most part do not involve thefts of imperial or official property, or cases in which the victims or owners of the objects stolen were officials. In other words, we are dealing principally with crimes committed against commoners. Before considering a selection of cases and what they can tell us about the practice of traditional Chinese law, there is the question of why the cases appear at all in the Incoming Documents to the Imperial Household Department. The reason is that in some way each case was connected, first and foremost, with the Imperial Household's bond-servants (baoyi 包衣) and their dependents, and thus found its way to the Department's own tribunal for review and judgment. In general, punishments were lighter on bond-servants than those imposed on commoners-with banishment being commuted to whipping and bearing the cangue, and an absence of facial tattooing.3 In addition to cases concerning bond-servants and those under their jurisdiction, there are those involving artisans formerly employed within the Imperial Household, others that concern commoners stealing Imperial Household property, robbery that has taken place within the precincts of the Forbidden City, and even referrals to the Imperial Household regarding the identification of possible fugitives. And when dealing with theft, the same issues that are central in regular judicial memorials are also treated in the Incoming Documents, namely the identity of the accused, the objects that were stolen and their value, the manner by which they were stolen, the location where they stolen, the ownership of the items, the way in which the thieves disposed of their booty, and the circum-
